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From the Editor: 

This premier edition of the Vail Correspondent will 
introduce you to the new quarterly journal for key collectors and 
historians, and for everyone interested in this instrument of 
telegraphy, whether landline, spark or radio. 

While the focus of the Correspondent will be keys, bugs 
and paddles, we will include related telegraph instruments such as 
the sounder and the keyer. We’ll discuss aspects of acquiring them, 
the people who made the keys, and those who collect them. 

This journal can serve as our conduit for sharing the 
information we find, for preserving it for future reference, and for 
avoiding duplication of research effort. Our goal is to provide the 
kind of information that the key collector wants but can’t find 
elsewhere, and to do this by publishing the information you pass 
along. Your letters, comments, articles and photos are welcome. 

The success of the Correspondent will be measured not in 
the number of readers it attracts, but by the willingness of those 
readers to share information with their fellow collectors. Its value 
will be gauged not by the quantity of pages in any issue, but by the 
quality of its contents. I hope you will join me in helping to make 
the Vail Correspondent the "official journal" for the hobby of 
telegraph key collecting. 

The next issue of the Correspondent will be published in 
January; don’t miss it. And send in your notes, letters, photos and 
ads to share with the rest of us. 

Calling all Specialists 

I'd like to start a listing of key collectors who direct their 
collecting efforts to one or two makes (Vibroplex, Logan) or areas 
(military, Speed-X). This would highlight those who may be able 
to answer our questions in a particular area; it can identify 
collectors who might be most interested in that duplicate key we 
acquired. Some of you already know my areas of interest: McElroy 
and U.S. military. Let’s hear yours. I’1l publish the list in TVC, so 
send along a card or letter. Tom French, WIIMQ. 
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The T.R. McElroy "Junior" model Mac Key 


"Some people believe ... the reason that some keys are rare 
is because nobody liked them in the first place." 

Okay, I changed a word; the author of that editorial in the 
January 29, 1987 issue of Old Cars Weekly was talking about cars, 
not keys. But the statement applies to telegraph keys as well as 
automobiles. If no one liked a key, the limited sales would ensure 
its scarcity in later years. 

First illustrated in a 1936 Handbook ad (see below), the 
sheet-metal Junior model Mac Key seemed designed to guarantee 
future collectibility. As collector Lynn Burlingame, N7CFO, has 
put it, "The Mac Junior is a singularly ugly key." What self- 
respecting ham wanted his friends to see this crude little bug on his 
operating table? The regular Mac Key was a heavy, cast-iron bug 
that stayed where you put it. The Junior was a light key that was 
best screwed to the desk. 

JUNIOR MODEL MAC KEY at $4.95 


1, 1A, 1B, Stamped stee! base welded for rigidity. Lighter and cheaper than regular MAC 
KEY casting, but efficient at low cost. 2. Vibration dampener. 3. Straight key changeover 
and shipping lock. 4. Speed governor. 5. Dot lever back stop screw. 6. Dot lever spring 
govemor. 7. Main spring. 8. Dot spring contact assembly. 9. and 13. Dot and dash 
contact screws on bar for alignment. 10. Dot lever travel screw. 11. and 12. Binding posts. 
14. Paddle and finger button. 15. Dash lever spring control. 16. All pinions and bearings 
case hardened. 


There’s another reason that makes some keys hard to find. 
As I’ve written elsewhere, when the next-better model is within 
financial range of likely purchasers, the cheap key will not sell. 
This reason, too, must have contributed to the scarcity of the 
Junior. At $4.95, the Junior was well under the $7.95 price of the 
regular Mac Key. But was that difference enough? Since Vibroplex 
was asking $10 for its Martin Junior, the radio amateur who 
insisted on a bug from Ted McElroy probably felt the regular Mac 
Key to be a bargain. 

Both of these reasons undoubtedly combined to make the 
Junior Mac Key one of the scarcest bugs a collector can hope to 


add to his collection. "They are out there," as we say of the rare 
keys, more to convince ourselves than our listeners. But there has 
always been an element of doubt when said of the Junior. McElroy 
illustrated this model in a line drawing in his ads, but since he 
never showed a photograph of the key, we’d sometimes ask each 
other quietly, "Did he ever make one?" 

Indeed he did. N7CFO was referring to his own early 
Junior when he made that statement. On this first variation, the 
lever assembly has the same cast, dual-pivot design used on the 
regular Mac Key of the time. The frame is sheet-metal. The line 
connecting terminals are located on the left side of the frame. The 
damper wheel is affixed to a tab bent out of the base. Comparison 
of this photo of Lynn’s key show it to be the same as that in the 
Handbook ad. 


Students of McElroy’s keys know that Ted constantly 
fiddled with, modified and changed his bugs. Starting with his 
original 1934 Mac-Key (he dropped the hyphen the next year), 
significant changes came at an average rate of once a year, with 
minor variations sprinkled in between. 

The Junior did not escape this fate. The cover key is a late 
model Junior from the collection of Chuck Brydges, W4WXZ. 
Note that the wire terminals have been moved from the left side of 


the frame to a more convenient location on the base. The lever 
assembly is of the third type, namely a single common pivot for the 
dot and dash levers (the style used by Vibroplex since the mid- 
1920s). This photo shows the right side of W4WXZ?’s key: 


The lever and pivot differences between the two Juniors 
shown here reflect the same changes as made to the cast-iron Mac 
Keys. There is, however, an intermediate pivot style found on the 
standard Mac Key. This "type 2 pivot" retained the offset pivot 
axis for the dash lever, but the levers and third member (offset 
pivot support) were fashioned from steel bar stock, rather than cast 
brass as before. 

So I predict that there is a third variant of the Junior out 
there, one with the type 2 pivot assembly. Which means, of course, 
that those of us trying to obtain all the variations of McElroy’s 
keys must find at least three Junior Mac Keys! 

Chuck obtained his key from its original owner, who 
purchased it in 1937 for $4.95. This indicates that the price of the 
Junior held steady during its brief production life. (For Chuck, the 
price held very steady--that original owner sold it to him for 
$4.95!) 

Close inspection of the Handbook illustration shows a 
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nameplate that reads only "Junior Mac-Key"; unlike other Mac 
Keys of this vintage, there is no serial number. But the actual 
application of a plate to this model during production is suspect, 
since neither Lynn’s nor Chuck’s Juniors have a plate. 

As anyone who has studied manufacturer’s ads knows, the 
lack of mention of a product doesn’t mean that it’s not available. 
But it does indicate that the manufacturer is pushing other, perhaps 
more profitable, products. And that the neglected product, if not 
already discontinued, may be on its way out. For what it’s worth, 
the last mention of the Junior Mac Key in an ad occurred in OST 
for December, 1937 (p. 126); the last time McElroy mentions it at 
all is in a March 1938 product flyer. 

References and credits: Photographs: W4WXZ and N7CFO. 
Burlingame quote: N7CFO Key Letter #2 (July 9 1992). Junior 
illustration: 1936 ARRL Handbook, p. 432. Vibroplex Martin 
Junior price: QST, February 1936, p. 106. 


QNC 


This section of TVC is devoted to notes and messages by and to our 
readers (QNC: "I have a message for you."). If you have something 
of interest to share with your fellow key collectors, send it in. 


He wants your number. 

John Elwood, WW7P, reports that his Vibroplex serial 
number project has topped 1,600 numbers. When it’s published, 
John’s study will at last help us to date a Vibroplex pretty closely 
from its number alone. If you have a really old one, send the 
description, full nameplate legend and shape, and serial number to 
WW?7P at 5716 N 34th Drive, Phoenix AZ 85017. 


Horace Martin’s reputation intact. 

A bug made in 1892? That "pre-Vibroplex" bug was shown 
in Dave Ingram’s (K4TWJ) CQ column of May 1991 ... Now, 
Dave is a gentleman and wouldn’t contradict his source--but what 
was it, really? To clear up any residual confusion, shortly after 
publication it was identified by Bill Holly (K1BH) as a 1906 "auto- 
dot" made by the Delany Telegraphic Transmitter Co. Whew! 
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McElroy progress report. 

I’m (still) working on the T.R. McElroy biography. Thanks 
to all who offered keys and information. The recent acquisition of 
forty pounds of additional documents to be reviewed and digested 
has put off publication to at least Fall 1993. Tom French, W1IMQ. 


British key study... 

If you have only one foreign key, it’s likely the ubiquitous 
"W.T. 8 Amp" job used by the various British services during 
WWII. Tony Smith, G4FAI (1 Tash Place, London N11 1PA 
England), is conducting a survey of this model. He identified one 
of mine marked "PT&EW" as made by Phoenix Telephone and 
Electric Works (near London), and says that he’s identified about 
60 versions made in 6 countries. Send Tony a description of yours; 
include the material, shape, pivot style, markings, etc. 


The "Marconi" bug. 

Marconi is a famous name in wireless, so one of their bugs 
should be quite collectible, right? Somewhere out there is a bug 
engraved "The Marconi International Marine Communications Co, 
London" on its plastic base. Just in case you’re offered this bug, 
compare it to the Japanese "Swallow" (shown on page 31 of Dave 
Ingram’s "Keys Keys Keys"). Those who should know say Marconi 
never made a bug. ’Nuff said? 


The Acme resonator. 

Those in need of a resonator for their sounder might contact 
Jack Proefrock, K6QEQ (20814 S. Hawaiian Ave., Lakewood CA 
90715). Jack offers a reproduction of the Bunnell "Acme" sounder 
in your choice of regulation colors. There’s no nameplate, but 
otherwise it’s a good simulation of the real thing. 


MTC 

Speaking of resonators and sounders, collectors interested 
in landline (railroad, WU, etc.) telegraphy should look into the 
Morse Telegraph Club. It publishes an informative quarterly called 
Dots and Dashes. Each issue is full of pictures, stories and 
drawings concerning the instruments and practices of the landline 
trade. Write the MTC at 1101 Maplewood Dr., Normal IL 61761. 
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the collection 


How do you display your collection? How do you clean your keys? 
How do you keep track of what you have? These are the kinds of 
questions we’ll address in this column. And we’ll do it by printing 
your solutions to them, and any other material related to acquiring, 
displaying and maintaining a collection of telegraph instruments. 


Mark it. Tom French, W1IMQ. 

Many of us number our keys so that we can maintain a 
logbook on them. Some use adhesive stickers, others use Dymo 
labels. I use a Pilot brand Gold Marker pen, extra fine point, 
model no. SC-G-EF. It does a great job. The gold marking is 
waterproof, which means I can mark and log in a bug before I have 
time to clean the dust off with a mild-soap washing. 

On the other hand, if I want to change or remove the 
number, it comes off readily with Sanford’s Solvene typewriter 
cleaner (which contains trichloroethane). The fuzzy applicator 
makes it easy to rub the gold numbers off, and it seems to have no 
effect on paint, chrome or Bakelite. (Test first!) 

A similar Pilot pen available in silver might give more 
contrast for marking brass keys and wood bases. I imagine it, too, 
can be removed with Solvene, although I haven’t tried it. 


Clean it up. Lynn Burlingame, N7CFO. 

I have been having good luck with a product called 
"Briewax" on wood finishes. This stuff is widely available through 
antique dealers. I use it with 0000 steel wool. It seems to revitalize 
the finish without taking it away. It really does miracles on practice 
sets, sounders and relays. 


Keeping track. Chuck Brydges, W4WXZ. 

Many of us simply number our acquisitions consecutively, 
but Chuck seems to have a better idea: My index is broken down 
as follows: 1) Hand Keys; 2) Semi-Automatic and Side-Swiper 
Keys; 3) Antique Telegraph Apparatus; 4) Keyers, Buzzers and 
Oscillators; and 5) Keyer Paddles. Is there a "best" method? Let us 
know how you keep track. 


key clicks 


Ill publish those letters that may be 
of interest to our fellow collectors 
as space permits. Letters may be 
edited. Let us know of your 
collecting experiences. 


Glad to hear you will be doing the 
newsletter for key collectors as 
there’s no use all of us re-inventing 
the wheel. John Elwood, WW7P. 


I think producing quarterly 
newsletters is just a great idea, and 
I am sure it will do well. You must 
realize however that it will take a 
great deal of work. No one realizes 
how much work is involved 
producing a newsletter except the 
guy who does it. Murray Willer, 
VE3FRX. 

That’s why I’m counting on 
our readers for their help, Murray, 
in contributing articles and notes.- 
WIIMQ. 


Best of luck with the newsletter. 
Dave Pennes, WA3LKN. 


I think that such a newsletter would 


be well received. ... I would like to 
offer the following suggestions for 
your consideration: ... Send out a 


newsletter survey form ... to obtain 
"quality feedback" from the readers 
as to their interests, likes/dislikes, 
ideas. Jim Zimmerman, KG6VI. 

A good idea, Jim, and I’d like 
our readers to consider this a 
request for that feedback. (Jim is 
one of the "specialists" we’ll be 
hearing more from; he concentrates 
in Brown Bros keys.)-W1IMQ. 


unclassified ads 


See page 2 for free ad details. When 
responding, say you saw it in TVC. 


Brown Bros bug or straight 
key/bug combination (CSA) wanted. 
Have trades or cash. Jim 
Zimmerman, KG6VI, 2316 W. 
Dallin St., Lancaster CA 93536. 
(805 945-6539. 


Buy-trade-sell: Telegraph 
apparatus, old electronica. 
Camelbacks, Old keys, bugs, 
Omnigraphs, U.S./foreign military 
keys, etc. always in stock. Tom 
Perera, K2DCY, 11 Squire Hill 
Rd., N. Caldwell NJ 07006. 


Want Signal Corps "J" keys. Henry 
Engstrom, P.O. Box 5846, Santa 
Rosa CA 95402. 


Trade NOS Signal Electric Co. 
sounder in original box with Navy 
Signal Corps logo, for vintage key 
or bug. Dave Pennes, WA3LKN, 
7410 Noel Road, Indianapolis IN 
46278. 


J-46 key for trade (used with M- 
132 signal light). What offer do I 
have in swap for it? John Elwood, 
WW7P, 5716 N. 34th Drive, 
Phoenix AZ 85017. 


Vibroplexes wanted with NY 
nameplates, esp. Zephyr, Blue 
Racer and Champion. Also want 
Valiant, and info about Melvin 
Hanson W6MFY. Randy Cole, 
KN6W, 1216 S. Alvira, LA, CA 
90035. (213) 939-9847. 


I hope you’ve enjoyed this first edition of the Vail 
Correspondent. If so, I urge you to subscribe now, so that you 
receive every copy. Issue number 2 will be published in January. 
Don’t delay. 

But don’t let your participation in TVC stop there. As I 
mentioned on the first page, this journal won’t succeed unless each 
of us shares the information we’ve found. If you’ve discovered an 
interesting fact about a key, or a source of information many of us 
have overlooked, let us know. I can’t promise that everything we 
receive will be published, but we’ll do our best. Photographs of 
unusual keys are welcome, but be sure to include some information 
about them. And if you have questions, send them along; TVC will 
try to get the answers. 

Remember, whatever facts you send to the Correspondent, 
be sure to document that information by giving us a reference. If 
your reference is an old ad, a photocopy of the ad and a note on its 
source would be appreciated. 

TVC also offers free “unclassified ads" (as seen on the 
facing page) to its subscribers who are looking for something 
special or have a telegraph instrument to sell or trade. Our readers 
are all involved with the hobby of key collecting, so someone out 
there should have what you’re looking for, or want what you’ve 
got. But since advertising is not the primary purpose of TVC, we 
ask users of this service to be specific and concise. Ads offering 
keys for sale or trade are encouraged. 

To keep in touch with your fellow collectors, just use the 
form below or send your name and address with proper payment 
to the Vail Correspondent. 


SSS a I I ESTE 


Send to: the Vail Correspondent, Box 88, Maynard MA 01754 
Yes, sign me up for a subscription to the Vail Correspondent. 
Enclosed is $10.00 (in U.S.) for the next four issues. 


Name/call: 


Street/no.: 


Town/state/zip: 


TIVWI SSVW'ID LSat 


PSLI0 VIN GUVNAVIN 88 XO@ ‘O'd = uapuodsat4105 [eA ay) 


